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C L I E N T  P R E F E R E N C E  F O R  W O M E N  
T H E R A P I S T S :  A  R E F L E C T I O N  O F  O U R  
C H A N G I N G  E N V I R O N M E N T !  
V i r g i n i a  L e e  S t a m l e r ,  D i a n a  P a c e ,  T e r r y  A n n  R o s a n d e r ,  
H a r r i e t  S i n g l e t o n ,  a n d  E l i z a b e t h  Y a r r i s  
D o  f e m a l e  c l i e n t s  p r e f e r  f e m a l e  t h e r a p i s t s  t o  m a l e  t h e r a p i s t s ?  T h i s  p a p e r  r e p o r t s  
t h e  f i n d i n g s  o f  a  s e r i e s  o f  s t u d i e s  w h i c h  w e  c o n d u c t e d  t o  c o n s i d e r  w h e t h e r  c l i e n t  
p r e f e r e n c e  f o r  t h e r a p i s t  g e n d e r  m i g h t  b e  a  r e f l e c t i o n  o f  o u r  c h a n g i n g  e n v i r o n m e n t .  
I n  1 9 7 8 ,  t h e  D i v i s i o n  o f  C o u n s e l i n g  P s y c h o l o g y  o f  t h e  A m e r i c a n  P s y c h o l o g i c a l  
A s s o c i a t i o n  ( A P A )  a p p r o v e d  t h e  P r i n c i p l e s  C o n c e r n i n g  t h e  C o u n s e l i n g  a n d  
P s y c h o t h e r a p y  o f  W o m e n  a s  a n  o f f i c i a l  p o l i c y  s t a t e m e n t  f o r  t h e  D i v i s i o n .  I n  t h e  
d i s c u s s i o n  o f  t h e s e  p r i n c i p l e s ,  F i t z g e r a l d  a n d  N u t t  ( 1 9 8 6 )  n o t e d  t h a t  r e s e a r c h  o n  c l i -
e n t  p r e f e r e n c e  f o r  t h e r a p i s t  g e n d e r  i s  " s p a r s e  a n d  i n c o n c l u s i v e . "  T h e y  s u g g e s t e d  
t h a t  " [ o ] p e n  d i s c u s s i o n  w i t h  t h e  c l i e n t  r e g a r d i n g  h e r  p r e f e r e n c e s ,  c o m b i n e d  w i t h  p r o -
f e s s i o n a l  j u d g m e n t ,  a p p e a r s  t o  b e  t h e  m o s t  a p p r o p r i a t e  c o u r s e  a t  p r e s e n t "  ( 2 0 0 ) .  
A n  e a r l y  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  (  1 9 6 4 )  b y  F u l l e r  w a s  o n e  o f  t h e  f e w  s t u d i e s  t o  a s k  c l i e n t s  
p r i o r  t o  t h e i r  o w n  t h e r a p y  a b o u t  t h e i r  p r e f e r e n c e  f o r  t h e r a p i s t  g e n d e r .  F u l l e r  f o u n d  
t h a t  b o t h  f e m a l e  a n d  m a l e  c l i e n t s  i n d i c a t e d  a  p r e f e r e n c e  f o r  m a l e  t h e r a p i s t s .  
F o u r t e e n  y e a r s  l a t e r ,  ( 1 9 7 8 )  W a l k e r  a n d  S t a k e  f o u n d  t h a t  h a l f  o f  t h e  f e m a l e  c l i e n t s  i n  
t h e i r  s t u d y  s t a t e d  a  g e n d e r  p r e f e r e n c e ,  a n d  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  m o r e  o f  t h o s e  p r e f e r r e d  a  
f e m a l e  t h e r a p i s t .  C o n v e r s e l y ,  m a l e  c l i e n t s  t e n d e d  n o t  t o  e x p r e s s  a  p r e f e r e n c e  f o r  
t h e r a p i s t  g e n d e r ,  b u t  o f  t h o s e  w h o  d i d ,  h a l f  e x p r e s s e d  p r e f e r e n c e  f o r  a  f e m a l e .  
I n  r e s p o n s e  t o  t h e  a b s e n c e  o f  r e c e n t  s t u d i e s  o f  a c t u a l  c l i e n t s ,  w e  d e v e l o p e d  a  
s e r i e s  o f  s t u d i e s  t o  e x a m i n e  c l i e n t  p r e f e r e n c e s  f o r  t h e r a p i s t  g e n d e r .  T h e  s t u d i e s  
w e r e  c o n d u c t e d  a t  u n i v e r s i t i e s  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s ,  a n d ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  t h e  c l i e n t s  w e r e  
a l l  u n i v e r s i t y  s t u d e n t s ,  f r o m  a  v a r i e t y  o f  e t h n i c  b a c k g r o u n d s  b u t  p r i m a r i l y  U n i t e d  
S t a t e s  c i t i z e n s  o f  E u r o p e a n  d e s c e n t .  
T h e  f i r s t  s t u d y  i n c l u d e d  a l l  s t u d e n t s  s e e n  a t  a  l a r g e  m i d w e s t e r n  u n i v e r s i t y  
c o u n s e l i n g  c e n t e r  d u r i n g  t h e  s p r i n g ,  s u m m e r ,  a n d  f a l l  s e m e s t e r s  o f  1 9 8 7 .  T h e  t o t a l  
s a m p l e  i n c l u d e d  4 9 5  s t u d e n t s .  S t u d e n t s  w e r e  r o u t i n e l y  a s k e d  a t  t h e  e n d  o f  a  o n e -
h o u r  i n t a k e  s e s s i o n ,  " D o  y o u  h a v e  a  p r e f e r e n c e  f o r  a  m a l e  o r  f e m a l e  t h e r a p i s t ? " .  
R e s u l t s  i n d i c a t e d  t h a t  f e m a l e  c l i e n t s  e x p r e s s e d  a  p r e f e r e n c e  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  m o r e  o f t e n  
t h a n  m a l e  c l i e n t s  d i d :  1 9 6  o f  3 4 5  w o m e n ;  5 5  o f  1 4 5  m e n .  O f  t h o s e  w o m e n  w h o  e x -
1  
T h i s  e s s a y  w a s  a d a p t e d  f r o m  a  p a p e r  r e a d  a t  t h e  l n t e m a t i o n a / l n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y  C o n g r e s s  o n  W o m e n ,  
S a n  J o s e ,  C o s t a  R i c a ,  F e b r u a r y  1 9 9 2 .  
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pressed a preference, females overwhelmingly preferred to see a female therapist: 
176 to 20. The men's choice of female therapist over male therapists was 38 to 17. 
The second study was conducted at the same university counseling center the 
following year. This study eliminated the influence of the intake therapist and instead 
asked students to express their preferences on cards which are routinely completed 
before clients are seen by a therapist at the center. The results of this study are 
nearly identical to those of the first study: of 659 women, 279 expressed a gender 
preference, and 252 of those preferred a female therapist; of 353 men, 76 expressed 
a gender preference, and 39 of those preferred a female therapist. 
The third study involved a national survey of 190 college and university 
counseling center directors. The results of this survey indicated that approximately 
half of the centers surveyed routinely ask clients if they have a preference for 
therapist gender. Most directors' impressions were that male clients tend not to ex-
press a preference but that female clients do and that when they do most prefer a 
female therapist. Approximately two-thirds of the centers indicated that they noticed 
a greater demand for female therapists and more than one-third indicated that this is 
a staffing problem for their center. 
The results of these studies indicate that women are decidedly expressing a 
preference for female therapists. We are now looking at why they so choose. We 
sent questionnaires to all women who came to the Counseling Center at Grand 
Valley State University last semester and expressed a preference for a female 
therapist, asking them to tell us why they had expressed this preference. The most 
common response was that they felt that women would better be able to understand 
their concerns. They indicated that because women experience a greater range of 
emotions, they are more able to be empathic and to deal with issues in greater 
depth. A number of these students noted that previous experiences with men or male 
therapists had influenced their preference. Some felt that they could relate better to 
women and were less defensive with them, therefore, more honest. Some saw men 
as less trustworthy than women or noted that they felt more comfortable and secure 
with women. A few women indicated that they were afraid of male therapists and of 
how they might be treated. 
Although ours is only preliminary data, it does begin to provide some information 
to help us gain a better understanding of why female clients are requesting female 
therapists. This information is interesting not only in our gaining a better 
understanding of these requests but also in suggesting a trend which reflects the 
broader issue of how many women currently view men in this culture-perhaps as 
less understanding, less empathic and less trustworthy than women. 
Is this increasing preference for female therapists reflective of the changing en-
vironment for women in the United States? Kaplan (1984) noted that until recently, 
both men and women preferred male therapists, and that this preference appeared 
to be based on the belief that male therapists were more competent. Kaplan 
suggested that "[W]omen may be broadening their definition of competence to 
include empathy and are therefore recognizing the value of women therapists" (10). 
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T h e  d a t a  f r o m  t h e s e  s t u d i e s  s u p p o r t  K a p l a n ' s  h y p o t h e s i s  a n d  p r o v i d e  a  b a s i s  f o r  
b e g i n n i n g  t o  d e v e l o p  a  g r e a t e r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  h o w  w o m e n ,  a s  w e l l  a s  m e n ,  i n  t h e  
U n i t e d  S t a t e s  m a y  b e  b r o a d e n i n g  t h e i r  d e f i n i t i o n s  o f  c o m p e t e n c y  f o r  t h e r a p i s t s  a n d  
o f  t h e  e f f e c t  o f  t h i s  c h a n g i n g  d e f i n i t i o n  o n  t h e  p r o f e s s i o n .  
W e  a r e  v e r y  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  f i n d i n g  o u t  h o w  f e m a l e  a n d  m a l e  t h e r a p i s t s  a r e  v i e w e d  
b y  o t h e r  p o p u l a t i o n s  o f  w o m e n .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  h o w  d o  n o n - u n i v e r s i t y  w o m e n  a n d  
m e n  v i e w  f e m a l e  t h e r a p i s t s ?  H o w  a r e  f e m a l e  t h e r a p i s t s  v i e w e d  b y  w o m e n  a n d  m e n  
o f  c o l o r  o r  b y  o t h e r  c u l t u r e s ?  A r e  m a l e  a n d  f e m a l e  c l i e n t s  e x p r e s s i n g  a  g r e a t e r  
p r e f e r e n c e  f o r  w o m e n  t h e r a p i s t s  i n  o t h e r  c o u n t r i e s ?  A n s w e r s  t o  t h e s e  q u e s t i o n s  
c o u l d  h e l p  u s  g a i n  a  b e t t e r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  h o w  m a l e  a n d  f e m a l e  t h e r a p i s t s  a r e  
b e i n g  p e r c e i v e d  i n  o u r  c h a n g i n g  e n v i r o n m e n t .  
R e f e r e n c e s  
B e r s t e i n ,  B . L . ,  H o f m a n ,  B l ,  &  W a d e ,  P .  ( 1 9 8 7 ) .  " P r e f e r e n c e s  f o r  C o u n s e l o r  G e n d e r :  S t u d e n t s '  S e x  R o l e ,  
O t h e r  C h a r a c t e r i s t i c s ,  a n d  P r o b l e m  T y p e . "  J o u r n a l  o f  C o u n s e l i n g  P s y c h o l o g y ,  3 4 ,  2 0 - 2 6 .  
F i t z g e r a l d ,  L . F . ,  &  N u t t ,  R .  ( 1 9 8 6 ) .  " T h e  D i v i s i o n  1 7  P r i n c i p l e s  C o n c e r n i n g  t h e  C o u n s e l i n g  a n d  
P s y c h o t h e r a p y  o f  W o m e n :  R a t i o n a l  a n d  I m p l e m e n t a t i o n . "  T h e  C o u n s e l i n g  P s y c h o l o g i s t ,  1 4 ,  1 8 0 - 2 1 6 .  
F u l l e r ,  F .  F . ,  ( 1 9 6 4 ) .  " P r e f e r e n c e s  f o r  M a l e  a n d  F e m a l e  C o u n s e l o r s . "  P e r s o n a l  a n d  G u i d a n c e  J o u r n a l ,  4 2 ,  
4 6 3 - 4 6 7 .  
J o h n s o n ,  D . H . ,  ( 1 9 7 8 ) .  " S t u d e n t ' s  S e x  P r e f e r e n c e s  a n d  S e x  R o l e  E x p e c t a n c i e s  f o r  C o u n s e l o r s . "  J o u r n a l  
o f  C o u n s e l i n g  P s y c h o l o g y ,  2 5 ,  5 5 7 - 5 6 2 .  
K a p l a n ,  A . G . ,  ( 1 9 8 4 ) .  " F e m a l e  o r  M a l e  P s y c h o t h e r a p i s t s  f o r  W o m e n :  N e w  F o r m u l a t i o n s . "  ( W o r k  i n  p r o -
g r e s s  N o .  8 3 - 0 2 )  W e l l e s l e y ,  M A :  W e l l e s l e y  C o l l e g e ,  S t o n e  C e n t e r  f o r  D e v e l o p m e n t a l  S e r v i c e s  a n d  
S t u d i e s .  
W a l k e r ,  E . F . ,  &  S t a k e ,  J . E .  ( 1 9 7 8 ) .  " C h a n g e s  i n  P r e f e r e n c e s  f o r  M a l e  a n d  F e m a l e  C o u n s e l o r s . "  J o u r n a l  
o f  C o n s u l t i n g  a n d  C l i n i c a l  P s y c h o l o g y ,  4 6 ,  1 1 5 3 - 1 1 5 4 .  
G r a n d  V a l l e y  R e v i e w  •  6 4  
